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An action research project has been run in the Justice Studies unit “Alternative Justice Processes” since 
1999 in the search for an alternative, quality teaching delivery method that integrates the flexibility of 
online teaching with the benefits of face-to-face teaching.  This paper presents the results of that project 
to date (it remains ongoing), with a focus on what students have said about wanting both the freedom of 
being released from weekly on campus attendance that online methods provide, as well as wanting the 











New technologies are offering academics increasingly diverse opportunities to move away from 
traditional approaches to learning and teaching in higher education.  They are also providing greater 
scope in how teachers in universities can appropriately respond to contemporary student demands for 
greater flexibility in their learning environment.  Certainly, alternative approaches to the traditional face-
to-face lecture/tutorial method need considered implementation.  And yet, if critical and careful 
implementation occurs, alternative delivery methods can now provide far more flexible and relevant 
learning experiences for internal as well as external students that are not compromised in terms of 
educational quality. This paper details one academic’s search for such a teaching delivery method.  It also 
discusses student responses to the outcomes of the search in semester 1 2004 as a part of a work in 
progress project.   
 
The Action Research Teaching Delivery Project in JSB932 – “Alternative 
Justice Processes” 
 
The search for a flexible, alternative but quality teaching delivery method for the unit “Alternative Justice 
Processes” began in 1999 when the unit, in which a relatively traditional teaching delivery method was 
used involving a large group formal lecture followed by small group tutorials, became my responsibility.  
As a part of assessment for a unit on reflective practice I was completing for QUT’s Graduate Certificate 
in Higher Education, I began an action research based consideration of teaching delivery in the unit.  My 
intention was to be prepared to follow Farber’s imperative of enlarging my own perception of the 
diversity of methods open to solve the problems with teaching delivery that I was encountering. (Farber, 
1968, 10)  These problems I identified as relating to first, the exposition lecture mode; second, the lack of 
interactivity in this method; and third, a consistent and concerning drop in student attendance at lectures 
after the mid-semester break. 
 
By 2004 the alternative teaching delivery model proposed by the project had been informed by five years 
of consideration of the various, and sometimes conflicting, student needs and relevant pedagogical 
imperatives.  It was also informed by a Faculty Teaching Delivery Review initiated by the Assistant Dean 
Teaching and Learning in the Faculty of Law, Associate Professor Sally Kift.  The key objective behind 
the development of the new approach was clear. (Kemp and Smellie, 1989, 36)  The objective was to 
create an enhanced and responsive student learning environment that also explicitly integrated online 
delivery into the curriculum in an attempt to strike a flexible balance for students whilst maintaining a 
clear focus on a quality facilitation of student learning.  To use Laurillard’s words, the project aimed to 
“adapt to new conditions while preserving the traditional high standards of an academic education.” 
(1993, 256)  In all of this I considered it to be my “responsibility to create the conditions in which 
understanding is possible” for students. (Laurillard, 1993, 1)  This responsibility I took as including a 
requirement to address student needs for flexibility in terms of the location and time of their study. 
Another key contextual issue in developing the model was a consideration of the social and academic 
background of the student cohort, their approaches to academic learning and their epistemological values. 




The model negotiated with the 2004 class in the first lecture of semester one involved two key 
components in response to the objectives and issues above.  These are discussed in more detail below, 
along with an analysis of the students’ responses to the two components.  The first component involved 
the rejection of the lecture/tutorial model and the implementation in the first six weeks of the semester of 
a two hour action learning “lectorial” for the face-to-face contact with students.  The six week action 
learning approach aimed to build a strong foundation for students in the unit subject matter as well as to 
create an enthusiastic and motivating learning environment that encouraged deep learning and set the 
students up for the second phase of the method.  This second phase involved moving to full online 
delivery for the last six weeks of the semester.  The two key bases for the online delivery component were 
use of the unit OLT site for information provision and peer interaction, and the use of a workbook style 
study guide designed to facilitate independent learning.  The model aimed to respect and value face-to-
face contact between academic and student whilst also responding to what appeared to be a student need 
for greater flexibility in the second half of the semester (because of attendance drop-off). 
 
The First Component: Rejecting Exposition Lectures and Adopting an 
Action Learning Environment 
 
The project’s critical consideration of the continuing value of lecturing in the unit occurred, of course, in 
the specific context of issues impacting on the Faculty’s (and the University’s) current learning and 
teaching environment.  This environment includes increased student numbers, a focus on teaching and 
assessing generic skills, and a greater emphasis on online teaching tools.  In this context the educational 
defensibility of exposition lecturing, particularly in the light of pedagogical research and theory, was 
questioned.   
 
“Lecturing” is an often used but ill-defined term and it is possible to assert that assumptions are made in 
universities about what “lecturing” means that do not always reflect the diversity in possible approaches 
to this method of teaching delivery. (Dunkin, 1983, 64)  Whilst developments in technologies create 
many alternatives to exposition lecturing, and whilst the exposition model in particular is widely 
criticised, it is considered both that “the lecture is a major teaching method in almost all institutions of 
higher education” (Cannon, 1988, 3) and also that “lectures are likely to remain integral to university 
teaching.” (Murphy, 1998, 1)  Indeed, lectures will probably continue to be the prevalent teaching mode 
in higher education. (Hativa, 2000, 73)   
 
Exposition lectures have been criticised for keeping students passive and not encouraging them to 
actively construct their own knowledge; for being boring; for being impersonal and lacking in human 
warmth; for not adding anything beyond what can be learned from other sources of learning such as a 
textbook; for ‘spoonfeeding’ students; and for consisting mostly of one-way communication. (Hativa, 
2000, 75)  Exposition lecturing can also be said to place too much burden on the students in terms of 
working out the “relationship between what the lecturer is saying and what they previously understood.” 
(Laurillard, 2002, 92)  The passive learning environment (Beard, 1976, 100) that lectures create is said to 
result in student “confusion and restlessness” (Cannon, 1988, 3) and can “lead to shallow learning.” 
(Murphy, 1998, 1)  Further, as a result of disengaging students from genuine involvement, lectures can be 
said to equate learning with note-taking. (Kraft, 1990)  There are considerable grounds then for arguing 
that “lecturing is a sub-optimal method of educating students.” (Bridgstock, 1995, 1) 
 
The reality is, however, that the term “lecture” remains current in Faculty workloads policies and in 
student conceptions of a tertiary level learning environment.  And indeed, as Costin has argued, we 
cannot derogate the lecture method entirely. (Costin, 1972, 26)  The research of Brown and Atkins also 
indicates that “for some tasks lectures are at least as good as other methods of teaching.” (Brown and 
Atkins, 1988, 16)  For example, lectures are environments in which ideas can be explained, or problem-
solving demonstrated to large numbers at one time. (Murphy, 1998, 2)  Therefore, whilst it is possible to 
say that there may be better ways of teaching students than through lectures, it is not possible to say that 
learning does not occur in the lecture environment. (Jones, 1923)  The more significant questions are 
“what do we do with our lecture time” and “how can we make lectures more effective?”  The aim of this 
project was not only to use lectures to effectively facilitate factual learning, but also to stimulate thinking, 
inspire interest in the subject of dispute resolution, teach dispute resolution skills, and inform new 
attitudes about dispute resolution processes and their place in contemporary society. (Cannon and 
Newble, 2000, 58) 
 
I took from the literature on active learning that to achieve this my lectures needed to become places of 
action, interaction and discussion (Kulik and Kulik, 1979) where student learning was enhanced through 
valuing the opportunity for face-to-face and personal contact and the potential created for shared 
experiences in learning. (Murphy, 1998, 2)  I took the view that an educationally defensible way of 
working within the reality of contemporary higher education paradigms was to focus on becoming a more 
effective teacher by developing a modified lecture model with an increased use of discursive methods. 
(Beard, 1976, 104)  In this way, at least for my own Faculty, I could feel as though I was working with a 
model that could derive the economical and other efficiencies of lecturing whilst also achieving quality 
learning outcomes for students.  The central aim of the modified model of lecture method attempted here 
was therefore the creation of “opportunities for students to learn” (Brown and Atkins, 1988, 2) through a 
“thoughtful and interactive process” (Brown and Atkins, 1988, 2) that aimed to “bring about effective and 
successful student learning that is deep and meaningful.” (Hativa, 2000, 11) 
 
In this project the workshop lectorial format was used to try to encourage students to become active-
learners in their own right. (Sheffield, 1974)  This is a generically important objective for students in 
tertiary education, but was particularly important in the context of the unit itself as the online delivery 
aspect of the model required students to be active and independent in their learning.  The aim was to 
make lectures “lively, dynamic, engaging and full of life.” (Cannon and Newble, 2000, 71)  Using various 
approaches to questioning, small group work and large group discussions, including recording those 
discussions through in-class word document and powerpoint note-taking, the two-hour lectorials required 
students to talk, read, write, think and do things, both with me and/or with each other. (Cannon and 
Newble, 2000, 71-72)  For example, “buzz groups” with immediate neighbours were often used for 
problem-solving, students sometimes were required to read alone and then scaffold their knowledge 
through brainstorming (Cannon and Newble, 2000, 72-74), and often feedback sessions from group work 
would involve a student creating notes with me in front of the class via powerpoint.  This technology-
supported approach to active learning offered what I perceived as some very positive learning 
opportunities.  (Oliver, 2000, 157) 
 
Student Responses to the Active Learning Method 
 
The 2004 class was asked to provide feedback on the proposed alternative teaching delivery method for 
JSB 932 through an anonymous survey in the introductory lecture. 30 internal students attended the first 
lecture.  As the purpose of the survey was to reflect on the proposed method as a package, the external 
students (who would only be affected by the change in method in the second half of the semester) were 
not included in the survey. 
 
The survey asked students to respond to two questions only.  The first was “What do you see are the 
benefits of the proposed teaching and learning approaches in this unit for you this semester?”  The 
second was “Do you have any concerns about the proposed approaches that you would like to raise?” 
 
Overall the responses were positive and encouraging.  The students seemed very ready to grasp the two 
key objectives in terms of the proposed method – namely first, to create a positive class learning 
environment through the interactive workshop approach in the first half of the semester; and second, to 
create a more flexible learning environment through the use of OLT based delivery in the second half of 
the semester. 
 
In terms of the first objective students commented that: 
• “The approach in this unit will create a more relaxed learning environment.” 
• “Combining lectures and tutorials into a workshop is helpful because it reduces the number of 
times students have to come onto campus – so it saves us travel time and money.” 
• “The workshop approach will let us discuss things in more depth and let us explore issues and 
ideas more.” 
• “Having a workshop run by the unit coordinator is helpful because it avoids confusion about 
opinion/facts between a lecturer and the tutors.” 
• “Am looking forward to more interaction in class to keep me awake.” 
• “Having a lectorial workshop means all the class is together in working through issues and 
concepts and there are more people to share viewpoints and ideas with.” 
• “Class environment can be more involved than straight lectures.” 
• “Requires students to do more than just showing up and sitting down for three hours.” 
 
These positive views were upheld by their end of semester comments in the Student Evaluation of Unit 
and Teaching process in which they commented, for example, that: 
• “The first six weeks were done well.” 
• “The teaching was unique.” 
• “The first six weeks were good and allowed a greater degree of interactivity.” 
 
These results indicated that, in line with the Warner, Christie and Choy study on the readiness of VET 
Clients for flexible delivery in 1998, the 2004 JSB 932 students valued face-to-face learning.  (Warner et 
al, 1998, 36)  Warner et al’s study also showed that “interactivity between the instructor and student is 
critical, but so is interactivity between students” (1998, 39).  This too was borne out by the student 
responses.  Another important aspect of the Warner et al study was its support for progressively 
introducing students “to less traditional, more flexible modes of course delivery” (1998, 43).  The aim of 
this project was to use the active learning component to help make the students ready for the flexible 
online method.  However, as the discussion below will indicate, this was not achieved.  
 
The Second Component: Moving to Fully Online Teaching Delivery 
 
At the beginning of the semester the student responses to the preliminary preparatory survey indicated a 
high level of enthusiasm for using online based teaching delivery for the second half of the semester.  The 
students saw the benefits of this delivery method as including (responses have been paraphrased): 
• Providing flexibility. 
• Helping students to be motivated by responding to what they need. 
• Encouraging students to learn independently and develop time-management skills. 
• Improving students’ self-development skills through requiring students to be self-motivated. 
• Respecting students’ needs, their ability to learn independently, and their responsibility for their 
own learning. 
• Helping to balancing study, work and family by being more flexible. 
• Helping to balance the study in this unit with the other units students are enrolled in by 
providing more flexibility at the time that most of the assessment is due (second half of the 
semester). 
• Providing a way of learning that is something different; it’s good to experiment. 
• Responding to students’ needs but also keeping contact with lecturer and other students. 
• Acknowledging the reality of students’ lives outside university. 
• Helping students with technology skills. 
• Encouraging students to value face-to-face teaching time. 
• Providing an innovative and modern way of teaching. 
• Reducing stress for students. 
• Saving students $7/week in public transport travel costs by not having to come onto campus. 
 
Half of the student group who responded to the survey (16 students) had no concerns to raise about the 
proposed method overall.  Of the other 14 students their comments touched only on concerns about the 
fully online method.  For example: 
• There was concern that students might lose touch or become disinterested with the unit in the 
second half of the semester because of online only delivery. 
• There was concern about losing the motivating factor of face-to-face teaching.  A comment 
exemplifying this concern was: “OLT only delivery loses the chance for students to learn from 
each other in a deep way, because not everything will get put on the discussion forum and the 
flow of interaction will be lost.” 
• There was concern that a full understanding of unit content might be compromised with OLT 
only delivery – because the scope that verbal exchange offers for explaining and clarifying 
issues cannot be achieved in the same way online. 
• There was concern that the technology might not always be reliable or available at the time when 
students are free to log on. 
• There was concern about a new approach not being something that students are used to, and that 
I was taking them out of their comfort zone which they felt might interfere with their learning.  
• Some students simply indicated a preference for the traditional lecture/tutorial approach. 
 
These concerns indicate perhaps that while QUT is well advanced in its delivery of online teaching from 
a technology perspective, student experiences of online teaching, at least in the School of Justice Studies 
undergraduate program, are yet to reflect that academics are able to integrate the online environment 
effectively and persuasively into our teaching.  This may be an issue only for the staff in the School of 
Justice Studies undergraduate program, but I suspect not.  The students in JSB 932, who were 
predominantly third year students, seemed not to have concerns with the use of OLT for the provision of 
information but were more sceptical about the ability of the process to provide a positive and appropriate 
learning experience that could replicate the face-to-face environment.  This perhaps reflects the practical 
pressures that have come to bear on academics through the addition of the development and maintenance 
of online teaching sites to our teaching workloads, whilst still being required to update, develop and 
deliver the same units in face-to-face modes.  That is, academics, at least in my School, may still be 
approaching online methods as merely an add-on to face-to-face methods and not as a valuable teaching 
delivery method in their own right.  Certainly the comments from students in this project seem to reflect a 
perception on their part that the effectiveness of online teaching is compromised. (Hanley and Marshall, 
2000, 119)   
 
The 2003 review of online teaching at QUT examined the current status of online teaching delivery and 
offered a range of recommendations. (QUT, 2003b) These recommendations clearly show that the focus 
at QUT in terms of online teaching has shifted to questions of appropriate pedagogy and maintenance of 
standards.  The key recommendations also emphasise the need for “the University to develop a whole of 
learning approach to the integration of online with on campus” and “a comprehensive strategy for 
evaluating student learning outcomes from their whole learning experience (including online pedagogy).” 
(QUT, 2003b)   The student concerns in the preliminary survey and also their responses to the online 
delivery method in the end of semester SEUT indicate that student experiences of online teaching are yet 
to reflect success in creating that appropriate balance between online and on campus. 
In this project the aim was to use Band 3 of QUT’s three band framework for the integration of online 
teaching.  According to the framework, “units in Band 3 may be conducted entirely online. Students 
access a wide range of information and resources, and use online communication technologies to 
communicate with staff and fellow-students.” (QUT, 2003a)  In deeming the unit an appropriate one for 
full online delivery I used the criteria currently being developed by Wells and Field (2003).  The four key 
areas for consideration under these criteria are: the nature of the student body; the level of study; the 
nature of the unit material; and the nature of assessment required to meet unit and course objectives.   
In terms of the nature of the student body, consideration was given to the fact that the unit included a 
significant proportion of external students (who in Justice Studies experience distance education and have 
no on campus requirement to their learning).  The move to online delivery therefore had the potential to 
increase the scope of the external students’ interaction with their peers and also to expand the student peer 
group for internal students.  In terms of the level of study, because the students were third year and 
therefore hopefully had some level of competence established in relation to independent learning, I felt 
that it was safe to expect from them an ability to motivate themselves for the online part of the semester.  
This was particularly so because the first active learning component of the unit method aimed to create a 
foundational environment of enthusiasm and motivation to learn.  In relation to the nature of the unit 
material, the theoretical focus of the unit in terms of critical analysis of dispute resolution processes as 
opposed to mere skill provision in dispute resolution practice, meant that the unit was suitable for online 
discussion and analysis.  Further, certain skill based elements of the unit were explored in the face-to-face 
component of the unit.  The nature of assessment required to meet the unit objectives required no access 
to physical resources; rather the research nature of the two take-home exams used in the unit provided no 
reason to reject online delivery. 
The decision to integrate online teaching in JSB 932 was made carefully with the key focus falling on 
ensuring that a quality learning environment would be provided to students throughout the semester.   The 
time taken to negotiate the method with students in the first lecture was aimed at ensuring that students 
understood why this method in particular had been chosen and why it was that I thought that it was in 
their best interests. (Campbell-Gibson, 2000, 157)  The preliminary indications were that the students 
were on board with the objectives of the teaching method proposed and valued its recognition of their 
learning and other practical needs.  The Student Evaluation of Unit and Teaching feedback of students at 
the end of the semester indicated, however, that the students’ expectations of the online element of the 
method had not been fulfilled.  Overall the unit rated only 2.9 (on a scale of 5).  Of particular concern was 
the response to the statement “The teaching methods used in this unit work together to help me learn”.  
60% of students disagreed with this and only 10% agreed.  From the qualitative comments it was clear 
that it was the online element of the unit with which the students had most difficulty.  There were few 
positive comments from the 12 students who completed the SEUT in terms of the online component. (My 
experience also was that it was extremely difficult to achieve student online interaction via the discussion 
forum.) 
 
Student comments included for example:  
• “The online part of the subject, whilst convenient, didn’t assist my learning at all.  Online 
discussion does not assist learning because people don’t tend to contribute.” 
• “I would have preferred not to have had the OLT part of the unit.  I would have done it 
externally if I’d known.” 
• “Lectures should have been kept instead of online.” 
• “Have lectures for the whole semester!” 
 
Only one student provided a positive comment:  “Don’t give up on the OLT delivery.  I think it was just 
lazy students rather than a bad concept.  Flexible options are helpful and students need to help 
themselves.” 
 
These results certainly show that I need to review my approach to integrating online methods into my 
teaching approaches for JSB 932.  They also show perhaps that the students lacked some of the key skills 
and predispositions associated with successful flexible learning.  Students seemed unable, for example, to 
effectively self-manage, time budget, or motivate themselves to succeed during the fully online delivery 
period. (Warner et al, 1998, 49)   Even though I had tried to take ownership of and responsibility for 
developing those skills through the negotiation of the process with students and also through the action 
learning methods in the first half of the semester, this had not been achieved. What I believed to be a 
sound strategic and conceptual base to the integration of the two alternative methods was not experienced 
positively by students who rather felt unsupported and even possibly abandoned in their learning online. 
 
The project then continues with a focus on addressing these issues.  In particular students appear to need 
greater support in becoming dispositionally ready for fully online approaches to teaching delivery.  They 
also need to be assisted with developing a greater skill level base for self-directed learning in flexible 
environments. (Warner et al, 1998, 16)  Perhaps it is true that the students themselves, their own 
motivation and how much effort they put into their own work are perhaps in this context the most 




In this project I wanted to use action learning and online teaching methods as a way of responding to 
Beard’s challenge to provide thoughtful justification for the retention of a form of lecturing in the higher 
education environment (Beard, 1976, 100).  I wanted “to work out a clear and educationally defensible 
rationale for lecturing” as well as to “lecture effectively and efficiently” (Cannon, 1988, 43).  In my view, 
focusing on quality face-to-face active learning lecturing in the first half of the semester and then using 
online teaching to allow students a flexible but guided path for their learning journey in the unit, provided 
a pedagogically defensible teaching delivery method, clearly developed for “the benefit of students”. 
(Brown and Atkins, 1988, 7)  The method also had the benefit of responding to administrative and 
economic exigencies.   
 
Theoretically these ideas seemed sound.  And yet in reality the active learning environment did not 
achieve the aim of setting the foundations for the online independent learning aspect of the model.  Rather 
it created a learning environment that raised student expectations of face-to-face contact and contributed 
perhaps to the lack of success for the online component.  The process of integrating alternative teaching 
methods into the higher education environment remains a complex issue; and the search for a quality, 
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